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Two recent books address the important subject of how and why George Eliot represents his-
tory in her fiction. Neil McCaw's George Eliot and Victorian Historiography is concerned pri-
marily with Eliot's relationship to Victorian history writing - to the historians, theories and 
ideologies that shaped the way Victorians understood and reconstructed an English national 
past. Hao Li's Memory and History in George Eliot aims to understand Eliot's conception of 
the 'mechanisms and functions' of 'communal memory' in relation to history. Li draws on 
Victorian physiological and psychological theories of memory, as well as on twentieth-centu-
ry thinking about the relationship between memory and individual and communal identities. 
Though different in their critical orientation, the two books are similar in that they provide 
intertextual readings of Eliot's writing and a range of other Victorian discourses interspersed 
with an enormous number and variety of contemporary theories. Both books contribute to the 
current preoccupation with Daniel Deronda. Three of McCaw's seven chapters focus on 
issues raised by Deronda and the last chapter of Impressions of Theophrastus Such, 'The 
Modem Hep! Hep! Hep!' (Chs 3,6, 7). Li's book, which is organized chronologically, devotes 
the sixth and last of her longer and denser chapters to Deronda with much discussion of 'The 
Modem Hep! Hep! Hep!'. Their respective treatments of these issues make a particularly 
interesting point of comparison. 
I read the first chapter and a half of McCaw's George Eliot and Victorian Historiography with 
a sense of satisfaction. McCaw has a fascinating subject and an intelligent thesis. Basically, 
he argues that Eliot's reconstructions of the English past were dependent upon the histories she 
read, and that to fully understand her Realist representation of history, we need to understand 
the content and contradictions of Victorian historiography. His introduction and first chapter, 
examining the idea of Realism that guided Eliot's representation of English history, are well 
grounded in .published primary sources, such as the various working notebooks, as well as in 
the critical literature on Victorian Realism. He also displays an authoritative command of 
mainstream Victorian historiography and combines this knowledge with an awareness of 
recent historical and theoretical writings about English national identity. 
McCaw is disdainful of one particular kind of Victorian history, namely 'Whig' history, which 
identifies British history as one of continual development or 'progress' culminating in a 
Victorian present. He wants to claim that Eliot had an ambivalent relationship to such views, 
arguing that there is 'both a privileging and then a deconstruction of notions of narrative and 
totality' (29); however, his attempts at post-structuralist analysis are undermined by his devo-
tion to identity politics. Suddenly, in the middle of Chapter Two, Eliot turns from proto-post-
modernist to an old-fashioned Victorian oppressor, whose 'perception of Englishness is inex-
tricably bound up with Whig notions of national history, and this tends toward the silencing or 
overlooking of the foreign Other' (46). She has a 'reluctance to confront the implications of 
Catholicism' (47), 'an insurmountable difficulty in confronting Catholicism' and a 'lack of 
75 
enthusiasm in confronting Catholic issues' (49). Worse still, she refused to engage with 'the 
political and religious tension of Ireland' (50). For McCaw: 'This amounts to a fundamental, 
if subliminal, acquiescence with a Protestant Anglocentrism that denies the diversity of British 
History and national identity' (50). Perhaps his modern usage of the word 'diversity' betrays 
a fundamental, if subliminal, desire that Victorians live up to his correct sensibilities. The 
irony, of course, is that the moral high ground taken by McCaw requires a 'Whiggish' sense 
of 'our' moral superiority to the Victorians. 
Like Maggie with the jam puff, George Eliot cannot win. Damned for her '(non)portrayal of 
subordinated religions' (by which McCaw means Catholicism only and not, say, Methodism, 
which Eliot does represent), she is also pilloried for her portrayal of Jews and Judaism. Her 
'apparently noble motives should not disguise the fact that, in seeking to widen sympathy for 
Jewry, Eliot actually supplies the reader with an accommodation of Judaism into a dominant 
and dominating narrative of the English past' (62). She 'falls into the trap of Said's Western 
European Orientalism.' The image of Eliot falling into a trap set by Edward Said is irresistible. 
Her 'Orientalist perspective' is characterized by 'typifying, stereotyping and totalizing ten-
dencies' (63). After berating her for failing to 'confront' the Catholic question or give voice 
to the Irish, and finding her representations of Jews a disingenuous disguise for dominating 
and appropriating them, he accuses her of silencing Palestinian Arabs. The 'imperialist nature 
of the ideological framework' through which the 'colonising mission' in Deronda is articulat-
ed is 'apparent from the silencing of the resident inhabitants of Palestine, who are denied even 
the privilege of being acknowledged' (63). The sole authority for this tired complaint about 
the ending of Deronda is Edward Said. No attempt is made to survey Victorian historiography 
of 'the East.' 
A related omission presenting a further and perhaps more telling irony of McCaw's method-
ology is that for all his correct politics, he minimizes the 'other' historians, specifically the 
Jewish historians whom Eliot read and the women historians whose alternative tradition he 
provocatively introduces (Ch. 7). Perhaps he dislikes the Whiggish historians Freeman, 
Macaulay, Buckle and Green because they are the historians he has read. Similarly, he has 
read Carlyle's historical writings and finds much to say about and. to admire in them (Chs 4 
and 5). He quotes from all of these male British authors, and therefore his historical analysis 
and intertextual readings of their works and Eliot's fiction are more convincing than the chap-
ters which proclaim her failings in relation to Jewish history and to women's history. He refers 
to, but does not quote, the 'eight historians that Eliot utilized' in researching Deronda, six of 
which were 'committed to the Zionist quest' (112). He prefers instead to quote Edward Said. 
He refers to, but does not quote, from Anna Jameson, Agnes and Elizabeth Strickland, Harriet 
Martineau and other female historians. He prefers to quote Kate MilIett and Laura Mulvey. 
So while he is upbraiding Eliot for offering a 'perception of English national identity divorced 
from notions of conspicuous female experience' and for failing to provide a 'specific encap-
sulation of feminine Englishness,' he fails to take seriously (seriously enough to read) the con-
tributions of the female historians whose 'revisionist' and 'corrective' histories he champions. 
Finally, McCaw is carried away by his post-structuralist argument, forgetting these statements 
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about Eliot as dominating totalizer. In Deronda, 'fracture and fragmentation was predomi-
nant' (lOO). Its narrative is 'atomistic and lacking in fundamental meaning and direction' 
(101) and 'riven by division and dissension' (104). It represents a 'drift away from comfort-
ing narratives of Englishness towards a proto-Modernist vacuum in which intellectual and 
spiritual certainties are abandoned' (120), and its 'polyphonic articulation of history ensured 
that aspects of the phallocentrism of Victorian historiography were deconstructed' (124). 
Though repeated frequently, such clever claims are not made with the same passion as the 
straightforward political denouncements. 
Compared to McCaw's wild swings between extreme and over-stated positions, Li's Memory 
and History in George Eliot is even-handed and balanced. It is free from such conscious or 
unconscious personal/political agenda. It moves systematically through the novels, elucidat-
ing the various ways in which collective memory figures in Eliot's work and recording 
changes in her thinking over time. The explanations of Victorian theories that influenced 
Eliot's writing, such as those of Lewes, Spencer, Comte and Carlyle are helpful in the vein of 
similar explorations by Gillian Beer, Sally Shuttleworth, Nancy Paxton and George Levine. 
Li's 'consciously eclectic' use of twentieth-century philosophers such as Michael Oakshott, 
Paul Ricoeur, Richard Terdiman, Mary Warnock, Hayden White, Stuart Hampshire, and Ian 
Hacking, is sometimes provocative, but other times irrelevant. 
Significantly, Li draws the lines of Victorian historiography differently from McCaw, who sees 
'Whiggish and Carlyean discourses' (139). In her chapter on Romola (which McCaw does not 
discuss because it is concerned with Italian history), Li discusses Comte (also not discussed 
by McCaw who excludes 'scientism') and contrasts his 'essentially developmental and teleo-
logical' view of history (75) with that of Carlyle's cyclical model. For her, Romola confronts 
issues that had been implied in Eliot's fiction up to that time, specifically 'whether the past is 
part of a cyclic and recurrent history, or a stage out of which the present may grow' (69). Li 
aligns historians such as Freeman and Green, who entertained 'Romantic feelings' (73) about 
the value of personal to collective history, with Carlyle, to whom McCaw opposes them. 
Li offers a thorough analysis of each novel. Her discussion of the 'mythologizing altruism' in 
Middlemarch is particularly interesting because she shows that Victorian debates about moral 
categories and behaviours were physiological as well as social, concluding that Eliot 'suc-
cessfully linked bodily manifestations of affective memory to the evolution of altruistic think-
ing' (149). It is not only in contrast to McCaw that her discussion of national memory emerges 
as the most interesting chapter in the book. She brings to bear on Deronda and 'The Modem 
Hep! Hep! Hep!' a number of other authors whose work is vital to an appreciation of Eliot's 
conception of Jewish and English national identities. She notes overlooked correspondences 
between Impressions of Theophrastus Such and Lewes's The Study of Psychology, both pub-
lished in 1879. She sees that Eliot's conception of nationalities complements the work of her 
contemporary Ernest Renan and anticipates the idea of 'imagined communities' formulated by 
Benedict Anderson. She writes that the reflections on English national character in Deronda 
'bring out the diverse nature of this seemingly unitary national consciousness' (151). Picking 
up on Eliot's use of the word 'diversity' and using it in context rather than with the baggage 
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of recent usage, she writes: 'The chiasmic relations between "diversity" and "likeness" inti-
mate Eliot's sophisticated understanding of English. national character: the boundaries of a 
unified and unifying national consciousness, however artificially maintained, are never fixed 
or stable' (178). This is a crucial insight which is informed by post-structuralist perspectives 
without forcing them on Eliot or holding her accountable for articulating them in a way that 
would comfort today's readers. 
McCaw's book suffers from intellectual and political defensiveness as well as hostility 
towards its subject. While politicized criticism has its place, at its worst - in the chapter on 
'The Modem Hep! Hep! Hep! - George Eliot and Victorian Historiography is oblivious to 
tone, irony, narrative voice and subtlety generally. It illustrates how a serious thesis can be 
undermined by resentment of Victorian culture and its legacies. In contrast, despite some less 
than fully developed analogies to the work of today's philosophers, Li's Memory and History 
in George Eliot demonstrates that issues such as the relation of 'memory' and 'history' to col-
lective identity, were as pressing for the Victorians as they are for us. 
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